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Chapter 1. The Elevator
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The elevator stopped between the third and fourth floors with a sound that was far too final to be accidental.

Isolda Greenberg sighed.

“Of course,” she said to no one in particular.

She had just been thinking—very optimistically—that the day had gone suspiciously well. No delays. No awkward conversations. No forgotten keys. Clearly, that balance had to be corrected.

The man standing beside her shifted his weight, as if the elevator might respond to politeness.

“Does this happen often?” he asked.

His voice was calm, almost hopeful.

“Only when I’m in a hurry,” Isolda replied, glancing at him for the first time.

He was holding a paper bag with the word Bakery printed on the side. A warm, unmistakable scent of cinnamon had already begun to fill the small space.

“Well,” he said, looking at the ceiling panel, “that’s reassuring. I’m late for a meeting.”

“And I’m on my way home,” Isolda said. “So technically, you’re losing more than I am.”

He smiled at that—not too much, just enough.

“I’m Mark.”

“Isolda.”

They stood in silence for a moment. The elevator lights hummed softly. Somewhere above them, pipes clicked in an old-building kind of way.

The smell of cinnamon grew stronger.

Mark cleared his throat. “I feel like I should apologize for the bakery situation.”

She raised an eyebrow. “The elevator breaking?”

“No, the temptation,” he said, lifting the bag slightly. “It feels unfair.”

Isolda laughed before she could stop herself. It surprised her—how easy it came.

“Is that your strategy?” she asked. “Distract fellow passengers with baked goods?”

“Only in emergencies.”

The elevator did not move.

Mark pressed the emergency button. Nothing happened. He tried again, this time holding it a little longer, as if patience might help.

“So,” he said, turning back to her, “how long before panic?”

“I usually schedule it for the ten-minute mark,” Isolda replied. “We still have time.”

“Good. I hate being early to panic.”

She leaned back against the wall, folding her arms loosely. She wasn’t uncomfortable. That, too, surprised her.

“Do you live here?” Mark asked.

“Unfortunately,” she said. “Old building, unpredictable moods.”

He nodded. “I moved in last month. I thought the elevator was charming.”

“That feeling will pass.”

He laughed, and for a moment the elevator felt less like a trap and more like a pause—an unplanned one, but not an unpleasant one.

Mark hesitated, then reached into the bag.

“Peace offering?” he said, pulling out a small cinnamon roll wrapped in paper.

Isolda looked at it. Then at him.

“This feels suspiciously like a bribe.”

“I prefer to think of it as community building.”

She took it. The roll was still warm.

“Well,” she said, “if we’re going to be stuck, we might as well be polite neighbors.”

They ate in silence for a few seconds.

“This is dangerously good,” Isolda admitted.

“Right? I tell myself I’ll buy one and somehow leave with four.”

She smiled again. This time, she didn’t try to stop it.

“What do you do?” Mark asked.

She shrugged. “Editing. Words. Fixing other people’s sentences so they sound like they meant them.”

“That sounds... oddly satisfying.”

“It is. What about you?”

“Urban planning,” he said. “I design things that look great on paper and confuse people in real life.”

“That explains the elevator,” she said dryly.

“Touché.”

The elevator jolted slightly, as if offended.

They both froze.

Nothing else happened.

“Well,” Mark said after a moment, “that was dramatic.”

Isolda glanced at her watch. “We’re officially approaching panic time.”

“Already?”

“I told you, my schedule is flexible.”

He smiled again, softer this time.

“I’m glad it stopped,” he said suddenly, then winced. “I mean—not permanently. Just... now.”

She looked at him, curious.

“Why?”

He gestured vaguely between them. “This. I don’t usually talk to people in elevators.”

“Neither do I.”

“And yet,” he said, “here we are. Cinnamon diplomacy.”

Isolda considered that.

“I suppose,” she said slowly, “it’s not the worst way to meet someone.”

The elevator lights flickered once, then the car shuddered and began to move.

“There it is,” Mark said. “Timing ruined.”

The doors slid open at the fourth floor.

They stepped out together, the hallway suddenly wider than it had been before.

“Well,” he said, adjusting the empty bakery bag, “thank you for not panicking.”

“Thank you for the bribe.”

They hesitated, neither quite ready to walk away.

“I’m on the fifth,” Mark said. “In case... the elevator does this again.”

“I’m on four,” Isolda replied. “Apparently.”

He nodded, then smiled. “See you around, Isolda.”

“Yes,” she said. “See you around, Mark.”

She walked toward her apartment, feeling oddly lighter.

Behind her, the elevator doors closed.

And for the first time that day, Isolda found herself thinking—not that the elevator had broken—

but that it had arrived exactly when it was supposed to.
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Chapter 2. Coffee on the First Floor
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Isolda did not expect to see Mark again so soon.

In fact, she had already filed him away in that quiet mental drawer labeled pleasant coincidences—the kind you smile about once and then let go.

The elevator, however, had other plans.

It was the next evening when it happened. The doors on the fourth floor opened with theatrical slowness, revealing a handwritten sign taped inside:

OUT OF ORDER.
Sorry. Again.
Isolda stared at it for a long moment.

“Consistent, at least,” she murmured.

She turned toward the stairs, resigned to four flights and a mild sense of betrayal, when she heard a familiar voice from above.

“Please tell me that sign is joking.”

She looked up.

Mark was leaning over the railing between the floors, one hand resting casually on the metal bar, the other holding a phone he had clearly been using to check how late he already was.

“It’s not,” Isolda said. “I checked. It’s very serious about it.”

He laughed and started down the stairs.

“So this building has a personality,” he said. “I suspected as much.”

They reached the first floor together, their steps falling into an unexpectedly comfortable rhythm.

The repair company’s van was parked outside, its back doors open. Two men stood nearby, deep in conversation, making no visible progress toward fixing anything.

Mark sighed. “That doesn’t look promising.”

“No,” Isolda agreed. “That looks like eventually.”

They stood there for a moment, watching.

The lobby smelled faintly of dust and old paint—and, drifting in from the corner café, freshly ground coffee.

Mark noticed it at the same time she did.

“Well,” he said, nodding toward the glass door on the left, “if we’re waiting...”

“...we might as well drink something,” Isolda finished.

The café was small and warm, tucked neatly into the building like it had always belonged there. Soft music played in the background, something slow and unintrusive.

They ordered coffee—black for her, something with milk and foam for him—and took a small table by the window.

“So,” Mark said, wrapping his hands around his cup, “how long before panic today?”

She checked her watch. “I’ve pushed it back. Experience helps.”

“Good to know you’re adaptable.”

They sipped in silence for a moment, watching people pass by outside.

“This is becoming a habit,” Isolda said.

“Running into each other?”

“Yes. I don’t usually collect those.”

“Me neither,” he admitted. “I usually rush past people and then forget what they look like.”

“And yet you remembered me.”

He shrugged. “Cinnamon.”

She smiled.

“So,” she said, “did you make it to your meeting yesterday?”

“Barely. I told them the elevator delayed me.”

“Did they believe you?”

“Absolutely not. But they accepted it.”

She laughed softly, the sound disappearing into the café.

Mark studied her for a moment—not intensely, just with quiet curiosity.

“You always sound like you know exactly where you’re going,” he said.

“That’s generous,” Isolda replied. “I usually just know where I’m not going.”

He nodded, as if that made perfect sense.

“And you?” she asked. “Do you always carry coffee as a coping mechanism?”

“Only when architecture fails me.”

They talked about small things.
About the building.
About how strange it was that people lived stacked on top of each other and still managed to feel alone.
Twenty minutes passed without announcing themselves.

The mechanic outside knocked on the elevator door, then shrugged.

“Well,” Mark said, finishing his coffee, “this was a much better use of waiting time than staring at a sign.”

“Agreed.”

They stood up together, that same brief hesitation between stay and go.

“I should head out,” he said. “Before I’m late again.”

“Before panic,” she corrected.

He smiled. “Exactly.”

They walked to the door.

“Coffee again sometime?” he asked, carefully casual.

Isolda paused—just long enough to make the answer feel chosen.

“Yes,” she said. “That sounds like a good idea.”

Mark smiled, brighter this time.

“Then I’ll see you around,” he said.

As he stepped outside, Isolda watched him disappear into the early evening crowd.

She stayed by the window a moment longer, holding her cup.

The elevator was still broken.

But somehow, waiting no longer felt like wasted time.
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Chapter 3. Neighbors
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Isolda discovered that Mark lived one floor above her on a Wednesday evening, entirely by accident.

She was standing in the hallway, balancing a grocery bag against her hip while searching for her keys, when a door opened behind her.

“Hey,” a familiar voice said.

She turned.

Mark stood there, jacket half off, keys still in his hand, looking just as surprised as she felt.

“Oh,” she said. “You.”

“Me,” he confirmed. “This is... unexpected.”

She glanced at the door behind him. Then at the number.

“Fifth floor,” she said. “You live here.”

He nodded. “Apparently.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke. The hallway felt quieter than usual, as if it were listening.

“That’s funny,” Isolda said finally. “I would’ve sworn you lived much farther away.”

“Emotionally or geographically?” Mark asked.

She smiled. “Both.”

He stepped aside to let her unlock her door.

“So,” he said, leaning lightly against the wall, “this means all those chance meetings weren’t entirely chance.”

“No,” she admitted. “Just... well-disguised.”

There was something strangely comforting about that.

She opened her door, then paused.

“You’ve been here a month, you said?”

“Five weeks,” he corrected. “I’m still learning the building’s habits.”

“Then you already know it doesn’t like schedules.”

“Or elevators.”

“Especially elevators.”

They shared a quiet smile—the kind that didn’t need much effort.

“Well,” Mark said, straightening, “I should probably let you settle in.”

“Yes,” Isolda agreed. “Before the hallway starts charging us rent.”

He
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